Changing health needs of the elderly demand new policies.
As the U.S. population ages, the use of costly medical technology, especially in the last days of life, has been cited as a major factor contributing to our spiraling health care costs. Yet a growing body of evidence indicates that fewer elderly are disabled and that many survive--even thrive--after treatment of a serious illness or condition. The current debate over Medicare funding cutbacks needs to reflect the reality that high-technology care for the elderly is not inappropriate or wasteful in and of itself. In addition, policymakers should take into account the decreasing numbers of elderly people with disabilities by redirecting long term care resources toward quality community-based care, which can contribute to more timely, effective, and affordable treatment of major diseases.